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Physicians who are in training bear special responsibility to fight tobacco use within their generation. Recent efforts by the American Medical Association Resident and Fellow Section (AMA-RFS), including the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, have focused on prevention among adolescents at an age when intervention can make a critical difference. One strategy deserving greater attention from medical educators is tobacco cessation. Despite adequate clinical knowledge of tobacco-related disease, physicians are often ill equipped to help their patients stop smoking.
More than 70% of smokers visit physicians each year, yet most smokers are not counseled about quitting.
3 As late as the 1990s, the majority of physicians reported insufficient preparation for this task.
4 A more recent survey assessing health care practices related to smoking cessation guidelines, promoted by the Agency for Healthcare Quality and Research, found that 51% of physicians had reviewed the guidelines, and only a minority of this group had fully or partially (9% and 39%, respectively) implemented the recommendations.
5 These shortcomings stem, in part, from the absence of training in medical school curricula. In 1997, only 30.8% of US medical schools required training in smoking cessation techniques.
6 Consequently, graduating medical students have generally been deficient in knowledge of tobaccorelated disease and poorly trained in cessation techniques. Studies among graduate medical education programs suggest that resident physicians, too, are deficient in cessation training, although short-term training interventions may be beneficial.
7
The AMA-RFS has the opportunity to improve the training of future physicians by urging residency review committees to require smoking-cessation training, supporting resident initiatives in tobacco cessation education, and promoting behaviors that prioritize tobacco cessation in patient interventions (eg, recognizing tobacco status as a vital sign). Small steps to highlight the importance of cessation and to improve physician counseling in cessation techniques may greatly affect how well the next generation of physicians succeeds in overcoming this nation's greatest public health threat. 
